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The Sling which was flown to the EAA Airventure - Bruce Perkins
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Final preparations before the flight

For the second year in a row, I was on my way to Oshkosh to make business.
This time, my son Greg was my co-pilot. It was a struggle to get there on
time. We were a week late finishing the Sling 4 in which we were to travel,
which meant that Greg and I had to ‘push’ the plane very hard to arrive
before the opening day. On the last 14 hour leg, bad weather and a setting
sun forced us to land 200 nautical miles short of our destination. The next
morning after the US customs’ guys let us go, we rocketed through the
clouds and raced over Lake Michigan heading straight for the show. It had
opened that morning at 09h00 and we were going to be late by five hours.
Not perfect, but not too bad considering, the problems that beset us on the
journey. Readers will remember that Greg gave a very detailed account of
our exciting journey in November’s African Pilot.
Whilst the auto-pilot took control, we studied the NOTAM about arrivals
and departure procedures for the airshow week. From Green Lake we
headed to Ripon at 1,800 feet, slowed down to 90 knots and then followed
the railway line to Fisk. It sounds easy, but the slight problem was that
there were another 15 aircraft trying to do the same thing at the same time.
We found a slot between a Baron and a C210 by pushing our way in like
our taxis do in Johannesburg. At Fisk I waggled my wings when instructed
and turned right along Fisk Avenue for finals on runway 36 left. 200 metres
before touchdown the ATC gave an urgent instruction “red low wing on
very short finals for 36 left, do a right joggle to 36 right NOW and land on
the green dot!” I jumped right and as we touched down a scream came
through my headset: “yeehah, we made it Dad!” I got a huge fright, but still
remembered to duck off the runway in a hurry to prevent the next pilot from
landing on our heads. What a treat it was to fly into Oshkosh again. The

controllers were so chatty, friendly and professional that it felt like we had
just arrived home after being away on the Crusades.
Our parking this year was in the Homebuilders’ area, so we taxied as close
as we could and then dragged the Sling 4 to the Airplane Factory stand. As
we got there Athol Franz, Neil Bowden and a whole group of South Africans,
waving the SA flag and jumping around with excitement, came running over
to meet us. After posing with them for a few photos and catching up on the
immediate news, blurted out with excitement, I took stock of the situation
and surroundings.
Our business partner Matt Liknaitzki and Ryan Ruel the General Manager
run The Airplane Factory USA. They were excited to tell us about the stand
and how they had secured it. They told me of their flight from Los Angeles
in their Sling 2 and what was planned for the week. I learned how their
business was looking, the new aircraft at the show, what our competitors
were up to and where the parties were. Looking around, Ryan pointed out
our competitors.  Directly opposite us was Kitfox. Next to it on the northern
side was Vans with its newly launched RV14. On the southern side was
Zenair and right next door to us was Rans. On top of that we had relatively
easy access to the taxiway. The location of our stand was perfect, so much
better than the previous year.
What pleased me the most was that within a few hours of landing; almost
all our competitors came over and had a good look at the brave red Sling
4 with the South African flag on the tail, which had just flown in from Africa,
crossing deserts, forests and oceans. I took the front cowling off for an
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engine and prop inspection after the flight through the storm the day before
and the owners of Kitfox came back over and asked if they could photograph
the engine installation. “Yes, sure,” I said. I walked a few metres away and
looked back at our two aircraft and the people wandering around them
looking at them with interest and at my son telling some friends about our
adventures. I felt a tremendous sense of pride. Imagine that - we dreamed
up an aircraft design, made a wonderful, sexy flying machine with our own
ingenuity and determination and then tested our resolve and bravery by
flying it to Oshkosh. Unbelievable!
The week went incredibly well. It was such a pleasure to have so many
South Africans visit and support us. Being a South African home grown
airplane, all the South Africans genuinely want to see us succeed against
the odds and were interested to know how we were faring. In the USA
we are against the odds in a way, because we are from Africa which is
known for wars, famine, gold, blood diamonds, elephants, lions and rhino
poaching! Africa is not known for designing and manufacturing quality,
world beating, record breaking airplanes. However, now our two planes
each have a real pedigree. They have both flown around the world and
completed their journeys with a quiet strength and lightness. People in the
industry are sitting up and taking note of the Sling. We need that reliability
reputation if we are to succeed against so much fierce competition from so
many large and well established companies.
I walked around the show looking at as many aircraft as I could and was
reminded that the Sling LSA and Sling 2 have lots of competition, sharing
the two seat market with over 100 other aircraft types, whereas the Sling 4
enjoys a unique position, alone in the market. There is not any other plane
in exactly the same class as the Sling 4. Sure, it is a light 4 seat aircraft and
yes, it is not as fast as a Cirrus, but it outperforms a Cessna 172 in every
respect, costs half as much to buy as a Cessna 172 and one third as much
to run! Considering the size of the turbo charged Rotax engine, it can pick up
weight and still fly well like no other airplane. We had ferry clearances for the
long flights where we effectively flew with a 500kg payload and full fuel tanks!
Almost everyone who visited us was amazed at the Sling 4’s performance,
many looking at us with uncertainty, not sure they could believe us as we
quoted the performance specs.
During the show, two US magazines approached us for an interview and flight
review; Kitplanes and EAA Sport Aviation. The flights were really enjoyable
and fun. The first photo ship was a V tail Bonanza and the other a Cessna
210 both with a back door removed. I have flown the Sling for many photo
shoots, but I was again reminded of how professional these Oshkosh crews
are. In the front a pilot and an observer and sitting inside the back door, the
cameraman. “2 foot left and 3 foot down… keep it there. Drop back 10 foot.
Another example of a Sling 4
- Bruce Perkins
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Perfect! Turning right - stay with us.” Those were the instructions as I tried
to stick like glue to the photo ship. To ensure the cameraman gets a crisp,
clear picture, he has to get his target really close because he has the shutter
speed slow in order to show the prop as a beautiful complete arc. The last
shot is usually the ‘breakaway’ to get the fighter picture. “Ok, we are done.
Now we need the breakaway shot – ready… 3, 2, 1, go!”
Returning after the first photo shoot was crazy. I kept my mouth shut as one
is supposed to do. The pilot in the Bonanza spoke for both of us to get the
inbound special clearance. In a one second gap between chatter: “Photo
ship plus subject returning for runway 09 via the prison route.” ATC called
right back: “photo ship and subject join late right downwind. You are numbers
7 and 8.”
On base the photo ship called: “Sling you are on your own!” Suddenly out of
nowhere an RV turned in front of the Bonanza, but the Air Traffic Controller
lady just took it in her stride. “RV - do not do that – land deep on the pink
dot. Bonanza red dot.” Then it happened again, this time to us. A Sportsman
turned in from the left and pulled just 50 metres in front of us. ATC: “High wing
where did you come from? Land on the pink dot and stay on the right hand
side of the runway. RV stay left. Keep up the speed. Red low wing - blue dot.”
Just like that. Easy, controlled, a beautiful piece of aviation poetry.
Greg and I did two things that I never forget to do when I am at Oshkosh. We
visited the South African camp in Camp Scholler to say ‘hello’ to the hundred
or so South Africans on Neil Bowden’s Oshkosh camping tour and on the
Friday night we attended the International Visitors’ party where we received
free beer and food and teased the Australians and New Zealanders about
their rugby teams!
I have been selling aircraft for 28 years. I know that many aircraft orders are
taken at airshows, but try as I may; I have never taken an order at an airshow.
However, surprise! Surprise! This year we took an order at Oshkosh! What
a shot in the arm! The tide had turned! I hope this is the start of a new era of
order taking for the Sling Factory. Out of the blue, two men walked up to me
and announced that they would like to order a Sling 2 kit immediately.
I was delighted, but almost stunned to silence. Unbeknown to me, Ryan had
been talking to these guys for a few days before, so the order was actually
his doing. The customers filled in the necessary paperwork and arranged to
transfer the deposit. How great was that? It made everything worthwhile and
sent us home encouraged and more determined than ever. Since the show
in July we have taken orders for a further four Slings from the USA. We will
be back again next year. Will we fly there again? Probably not, but you never
know. I’ll let you know at the last minute as usual.
Mike and Greg
Blyth in Oshkosh
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